Excerpt of Interview with Rachel 
Nelson 


[00:00:00] Rachel Nelson: As a child, we, my father had us all work in the 
store. Even if we, we couldn't see the, you know, people couldn't see us behind 
the counter, but we'd always come and help, especially when they went into the 
house to eat, since the house was directly behind the, the store. 


Wasco at that time was, even though the depression was over, it was a very, very 
poor farming community where, uh, the majority of the people came and went 
to follow the crops. 


And not just Mexican Americans, but all the people from the south, from 
Oklahoma, from Alabama, a lot of Black people, a lot of Oakies and Arkies, 
and, just people looking for work to survive past the depression. 

And, um, We [00:01:00] in a younger age, we didn't have that opportunity to 
work in the fields. Uh, but since we had to help my dad in the store and he also 
had a catering business, and we had to get up early in the morning and make 
sandwiches and help get that organized so that, uh, the catering truck could go 
out to the fields and, and take, you know, the food. 

[00:01:27] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. Did you have brothers and sisters? 
[00:01:29] Rachel Nelson: Uh, yes. I had, uh, an older sister and two brothers. 
[00:01:34] Viola Valles Beilin: What was their names? 


[00:01:36] Rachel Nelson: My older sister's name is Esther, and my, uh, two 
brothers are Don and Mike. 


I was the second oldest. Um, 


[00:01:52] Viola Valles Beilin: When you went to school, um, where did you 
live 2 


[00:01:57] Rachel Nelson: Yes, we lived at, um, [00:02:00] the 900 block on F 
Street until my father died. 


My father died when I was 10, and I started, uh, school in Wasco and went 
through, uh, the elementary school, the junior high school and high school. 


[00:02:17] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. In your elementary school, uh, rather 
than kindergarten or elementary level. What, what do you remember, you know, 
as you recollect? 


[00:02:26] Rachel Nelson: Uh, yes. When I went to school, as I said, it was a 
very poor community, uh, for a town as small as it was, it probably the biggest 
part was a slums. 


Uh, the houses were still made out of cardboard and, and, uh, our house was 
particularly, was made out of the old, um, mud and straw. Uh, bricks that they 
made [00:03:00] the old fashioned way, and my father constructed that himself. 
Uh, and two other houses that we had behind the store beside yards. 


But the, by the time he constructed those, those were made outta wood and, and, 
and the other materials. But, um, all the, all the children seemed to be on an 
equal basis because even at that time, the farmers were very poor. 


Uh, so you didn't feel as far as class conscious there, there wasn't that distinction 
that is prevalent to date, um, or that was maybe prevalent, uh, back east or in 
other parts of the United States? 

[00:03:51] Viola Valles Beilin: Did you have to walk very far to school? 
[00:03:53] Rachel Nelson: Uh, no. We walked up about a mile. Mile to school. 
Mm-hmm. There, there were, the only [00:04:00] bus busing they had was to 
pick up the children from the different, uh, farms. 


[00:04:06] Viola Valles Beilin: Who was some of your childhood friends, do 
you remember? 


[00:04:10] Rachel Nelson: Yes. Um, I had one girl that I still visit that we grew 
up... she lived a couple of doors down and, um, her name was Pauline Belton 


and, uh, she, we st, like I said, we still visit her. And, um, 


the other in school. Most of my friends were Anglo. 


[00:04:35] Viola Valles Beilin: You remember the name? Some of them? 


[00:04:37] Rachel Nelson: Oh, yes. I had a very close friend that her name was 
Roberta Boardman . And in that small town, if you started kindergarten, 
chances are you grew, you graduated from high school with the same 
classmates. 


So there was a very close knit bond there between all the [00:05:00] students. 


I didn't speak English until I went to kindergarten and then picked it up very 
quickly since, uh, everybody spoke English. I don't ever remember anybody 
being denied-- not to speak Spanish, but it was just known that when you went 
to school, you spoke English. 


[00:05:24] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. Do you remember ... your teacher? 


[00:05:28] Rachel Nelson: I had a Mrs. Howard, our kindergarten teacher, uh, 
all four of us had her. Uh, then I had, uh, Mrs. Fisher and, uh, Mr. Buntaine 

. Mrs. Fisher was my fourth grade teacher, and, um, Mr. Buntaine was my 
seventh grade teacher. Okay. And, um, [00:06:00] Mr. Smith was the principal 
of the elementary school. 


[00:06:04] Viola Valles Beilin: The grade that happened the lower 
grade? 


[00:06:09] Rachel Nelson: No, not anything really extraordinary except that, 
uh, I was always in the lower reading class, mainly because of not having 
spoken English until I got to kindergarten. Mm-hmm. And since it was not 
something that my parents, um, pushed, I uh, you know, I just never did it on 
my own. 


[00:06:38] Viola Valles Beilin: And where did you go to the next school? 


[00:06:40] Rachel Nelson: What then I went to what they called Thomas 
Jefferson Junior High School, which was the seventh and eighth grade. And 
there, um, is where I started, uh, feeling, uh, what do I want to do? What do I 
want to accomplish? Type of thing. When [00:07:00] I was going to school in 
the, uh, grammar school, I, all I cared about was really playing. 


I didn't really pay that much attention to my studies and I didn't have that much 
of a problem in school. I mean, I wasn't getting, uh, high grades, but I wasn't 
getting that, uh, low grades either. 


[00:07:21] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. And your friends, school friends are 
still the same ones that you had had? 


[00:07:25] Rachel Nelson: Right. The same ones. Mm-hmm. 


By the time I got to a high school, uh, it was different. Um, the war had just 
been over and, uh, people seemed to have prospered a little more during the war 
since a lot of 'em went into, um, the factories and working in the canners instead 
of the fields and that type of thing. So [00:08:00] you could see that the country 
was starting to prosper. Um, I went to high school and, uh, I had a co a few 
different friends. I never, I wasn't the type that singled out any particular person 
because everybody was my friend. And, uh, while I was in high school, I got 
involved in all the school activities. When I graduated from high school, I 
graduated with the girl that had, um, done the most for the school. 


[00:08:37] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. What activities did you participate? 
What was the name of your school? 


[00:08:43] Rachel Nelson: The school I went to was wasco Union High School, 
and I was, uh, I participated in sports. At that time, girls could not participate in, 
uh, interscholastic competition. The only competition you could participate in 
was, [00:09:00] uh, tennis. So I, uh, practiced tennis diligently and I was, uh, on 
the number one top ladder for my junior and senior year. When I was a junior, I 
was a president of the, uh, Girls Athletic Association. And when I was a junior, 
I was also voted the outstanding athlete. 


[00:09:27] Viola Valles Beilin: What about other studies? 


[00:09:30] Rachel Nelson: Uh, yes. My studies, I didn't have very good study 
habits, but I didn't have a problem with school. I made the honor roll almost 
every semester. 


Um, somehow, even though I was taking college prep school didn't seem to be 
that difficult for me. I was able to get through my studies with very little 
homework. Mm-hmm. So that left me with very poor study habits. 


[00:09:57] Viola Valles Beilin: And what teacher said did you have at this point 
[00:10:00] that, you know, you felt full of influence of? 


[00:10:03] Rachel Nelson: I had, I was very fortunate because when I was a 
freshman, uh, my gym teacher, Mrs. Cullen, took me under her wing and really 
inspired me and gave me what was lacking in my home. Uh, the, oh, you can, 


the confidence that you need, "you can do it." Uh, there isn't anything that you 
can't accomplish if you just go out and, and play it. And since I was very 
competitive anyway, competitive, uh, by nature, uh, because of the sports, it, it 
wasn't hard for me to take on whatever needed to be done and tackle it and 
accomplish it. And if it meant organizing, I organized, um, the first career date, 
the, the school had never had that before. And I set up a career conference day 
and, uh, did it my junior and senior year. [00:11:00] And also the first, another, 
first at that school was Mardi Gras. We had, which consisted of, um, a parade in 
the afternoon with a carnival at night, with what, whatever celebrities we could 
get at that time being, uh, disc video, disc jockeys, and so forth. Which was very 
successful. 


[00:11:23] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. How did you go about organizing? 


[00:11:25] Rachel Nelson: I mean, well, that's, that's where they came in to, to, 
to show me the different steps that needed to be taken, if that's what I wanted to 
do. And after that, it just, everything fell in place. Wasn't hard to pick up what 
needed to be done, what little details, um, you needed to take care of to make it 
successful. 


[00:11:46] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. 


[00:11:47] Rachel Nelson: And so, Ms. Cullen gave me that. Like I said, what 
was lacking at home. Then she left at, uh, at the end of my sophomore year. 
Then I had another gym teacher that did the very same [00:12:00] thing. What 
was her name? Uh, her name was, uh, Shirley Nish. And, uh, she was young just 
out of uh, uh, college and, um, she came and, um, she took me to, um, UCLA. 
She took me to the different conferences that, that the, uh, Girls Athletic 
Association had. Uh, and Ms. Cullen had done the same thing also. 


[00:12:30] Viola Valles Beilin: What year was this? 
[00:12:31] Rachel Nelson: That was 1946 to 1950. 


[00:12:35] Viola Valles Beilin: Okay. Do you recall any, um, things that 
impressed you, how you learned teacher? 


[00:12:44] Rachel Nelson: Yes. Everything impressed me because, uh, being 
brought up. And raised in a small town where you just about knew everybody 
For sure. I knew everybody in school. Um, [00:13:00] I was, um, I was 
impressed with everything I saw. Uh, the difference, the difference in how 
people lived right outside our town. 


[00:13:15] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. 
[00:13:16] Rachel Nelson: It's, it made me feel like we were rather backward. 


[00:13:20] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. What was it like living in Wasco 
with your family and what did you do on weekends or, 


[00:13:28] Rachel Nelson: It was a very, very quiet life since my father had 
died at the age of 10 and my mother gave up, um, she gave up the store, she 
rented it out instead of operating it. 


Uh, 

[00:13:42] Viola Valles Beilin: What, what's the name of the store? 
[00:13:44] Rachel Nelson: El Faro Market. 

[00:13:45] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. Located where? 


[00:13:46] Rachel Nelson: On F Street. And we moved from there to the next 
street, E Street. We lived at 928 E Street. And, um, my mother [00:14:00] then, 
um, while the war was going on, A lot, a lot of people, even the teachers, the 
school was cut half a day and then everybody would go out and pick cotton or 
potatoes because as you know, all the men were fighting the war and we didn't 
have the help. 


And we didn't at that time have the Bracero Program, which came just a little bit 
after that. Then after that we, we had the manpower. But, um, then my mother, 
um, still with the idea that we should learn to work, um, and know, you know, 
what life is about and what you need to do to survive, uh, during the summer 
would take us out and we'd work the fields. 


[00:14:48] Viola Valles Beilin: What was it like ? 

[00:14:50] Rachel Nelson: It was very hard. 

[00:14:51] Viola Valles Beilin: I know, but I mean, what was the schedule like? 
[00:14:53] Rachel Nelson: Well, you had to get up early in the morning and, 


uh, we always had. Well, we got up about 4:30 because [00:15:00] we had to 
make tortillas before we went, uh, so that we could pack our lunch. 


[00:15:04] Viola Valles Beilin: Now this a flour or corn? 
[00:15:06] Rachel Nelson: Flour, flour tortillas. 
[00:15:08] Viola Valles Beilin: And what was the lunch contained? 


[00:15:10] Rachel Nelson: Uh, she would take, uh, uh, beans or, or, uh, my 
mother's a very good cook and has, uh, just knows a variety of ways to fix 
cheap, inexpensive meals, and that's what she did. Potatoes with, uh, corn beef 
or potatoes and chorizo or that type of thing. And that's what we would take to 
put in our tortilla hot tortilla. So that was good. 


[00:15:34] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. Then at 4:30 you left? 


[00:15:37] Rachel Nelson: We left to go and work in the fields. We'd be back 
about three. 


[00:15:42] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. And you had, uh, what, an hour for 
lunch or what? An hour? 


[00:15:46] Rachel Nelson: Mm-hmm. Most, most of the time. Sometimes it 
was in half hour, but, uh, the idea was to start early. And, and, uh, finish early so 
that you, you wouldn't get the, [00:16:00] that much of the heat. Oh, the sun was 
very, it was, it's very hot in Wasco. 


[00:16:04] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. And what were they paying? 
[00:16:07] Rachel Nelson: Gee that at that time, they were paying 6 cents of 
sack for a sack of potatoes for every sack that you picked. Right. But it's 
amazing that families did that and, you know, migrant workers and then, then 


would go and follow the crops until school started again. 


Um, a lot of 'em would come back by October and they would have enough 
money to survive through the winter and start all over again in the spring. 


[00:16:32] Viola Valles Beilin: And besides the potato 


[00:16:35] Rachel Nelson: We, uh, would pick, uh, garlic and onion and uh, a 
cotton in, in the fall and, uh, some grapes. Mm-hmm. 


[00:16:43] Viola Valles Beilin: The price was about the same? 


[00:16:44] Rachel Nelson: Yes. And the, the work during the fall, then we'd 
only do it on weekends. Okay. But it was a very good experience cuz it, it taught 
you not to, not to be afraid to work and you could work, [00:17:00] uh, hard. 


[00:17:01] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. When they, when you attended, um, 
did you see little children with their parents or was 


[00:17:09] Rachel Nelson: Oh, yes. And babies, you mean out in the fields? 
[00:17:12] Viola Valles Beilin: Actually working there? 

[00:17:12] Rachel Nelson: Yes. Yes. The mothers would take their babies, um, 
out to the fields and nurse them and then go back and pick Yes. We saw a lot of 
that. 


[00:17:22] Viola Valles Beilin: And children, how young? 


[00:17:23] Rachel Nelson: A lot of children, uh, as, as young as six, six and 
seven are actually working Yes. 


[00:17:29] Viola Valles Beilin: All that time? 

[00:17:30] Rachel Nelson: Mm-hmm. 

[00:17:31] Viola Valles Beilin: From and meeting with the family at four 30. 
[00:17:34] Rachel Nelson: That's right. And they'd stay in the. Car, the, the 
very little ones that couldn't work would stay in the car along with the baby and 
they'd sit and, and play right outside the car until the, the work was done. 


[00:17:45] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. And then the six year old-- 


[00:17:48] Rachel Nelson: --would go out and help work, whatever. Yes. 
Because my ex-husband started working at six years old 


[00:17:54] Viola Valles Beilin: ANd they would work that full the full day. 
[00:17:57] Rachel Nelson: The full day. [00:18:00] That was hard. 


[00:18:01] Viola Valles Beilin: I can imagine. 


[00:18:03] Rachel Nelson: That's why I guess I didn't feel, I didn't have a 
feeling of, of regret or of, um, as some people do.. Boring. They didn't like that 
part of it of childhood because I knew that I wasn't in, in as bad a position as 
others that really started young, that had to do it as a means of support. We had 
other means of support, but my mother really thought it was necessary that, you 
know, we weren't too good to go off there and, and do that and that work was 
available. We didn't have department stores or we didn't have, um, telephone 
companies of such that everything that, of that nature was in Bakersfield, which 
was 30 miles away. So we couldn't have a job after school or, um, but like, they 
have today that people can [00:19:00] work in the hotdog stands or the 
hamburger stands to, to get started. 


[00:19:04] Viola Valles Beilin: Mm-hmm. 
[00:19:05] Rachel Nelson: So the fields was the only thing that was there. 


[00:19:08] Viola Valles Beilin: What happy times do you remember in the 
family when 


[00:19:13] Rachel Nelson: Like I said, since my father died when he, when I 
was 10, he, we didn't have that much of a family life. My mother, uh, was very 
quiet and very shy. She didn't, um, take us to the park. She didn't do things as a, 
as a family. So most of the time we spent just around the house and it's very, it 
was very, very quiet. We went to the movies once a week, usually on Sundays, 
and there wasn't, as a teenager going to high school, there wasn't very little to 
do. 


[00:19:49] Viola Valles Beilin: What did the other high school students do 
? 


[00:19:54] Rachel Nelson: I have no idea because everybody just sat around 
and, uh, went to [00:20:00] church and then, uh, would, uh, go to the show and 
come back. And then you just, uh, sat around or played? We played out in the 
street a lot. Played football and the things that I couldn't do interscholasticly in 
school I did out in the street. 


[00:20:17] Viola Valles Beilin: Now, were you Catholic or you 


[00:20:21] Rachel Nelson: Yes, yes, we did Uhhuh. My father, uh, when I was, 
uh, young, my father, um, as I said, somehow my family felt, it felt that it was 
very important to carry on the traditions that they had known in Mexico. So 
when they came here, they, uh, would organize the Fiestas Patrias. They would 


organize the different Jamaicas and that provided some activity. Because I 
remember after my father died, we didn't have them in our town anymore. Then 
you'd have to go to either Bakersfield or Delano if you wanted to participate in 
those kind of activities./00:2 1:00] 


